Making a Way Out of No Way: the National Museum of African American
History and Culture by Paul Gardullo and Lonnie G. Bunch III American History is longer, larger, more various, more beautiful and more terrible than anything anyone has ever said about it.
James Baldwin, 1963 Among those who gathered were African American soldiers who had proudly fought under the Union flag. But by 1915 the cause these men had fought for-to end slavery and secure freedom and equal citizenshiphad been eclipsed by racial discrimination, the persistence, reformulation and resurgence of white supremacy, and the erasure of African American sacrifice and contributions to the nation.
The following year a 'Committee of Colored Citizens' launched a campaign to honour the contributions of African American soldiers and established an association to promote and raise funds for the construction of a National Negro Memorial, and subsequently, Museum, in Washington.
Years of fundraising and lobbying resulted in a resolution signed by President Coolidge in the late 1920s, but the onset of the Great Depression curtailed plans and foreclosed any momentum for the project for decades. The dream for a national museum resurged in the late 1960s and was sustained through political and grassroots activism over the next several decades led in part by Congressman Mickey Leland. It wasn't until the mid 1990s that the National African American Museum Project was established at the Smithsonian to identify potential collections and develop exhibition and programming plans for a new museum. After ten years of blocked and stalled legislation on the part of the U.S. Congress, a breakthrough came in 2001. A bipartisan coalition led by stalwart museum champion Congressman John Lewis, along with Representative J.C. Watts and Senators Max Cleland and Sam Brownback, succeeded in passing a bill to establish a presidential commission that resulted in the public law signed by President Bush chartering the museum.
This journey to build the National Museum of African American History and culture was not easy and at times it seemed that it would never be more than a dream; but it had reached a crucial point. The appointment of Lonnie Bunch in 2005 as the Museum's founding director, along with the staff he subsequently assembled, made it possible for that generations-long dream, often seemingly futile, to become a reality.
THROUGH THE AFRICAN AMERICAN LENS-A MUSEUM
FOR ALL PEOPLE In 2005 the Museum began without a collection, a site, a building, or a set of exhibition plans. What did exist were all the questions, challenges and concerns that had circulated in the preceding years and decades about the existence of the museum and about what a National Museum of African American History and Culture could or should be. Should this museum be part of the Smithsonian, a federal institution and one with a history of conflicted interests when it came to telling hard truths? If black history were part of the nation's museum complex, shouldn't it fall under the purview and within the walls of our sister museum -the National Museum of American History? If we created a separate museum would we balkanize our sense of national culture and identity? Should this be a museum on the model of those commemorating and contextualizing the horrors of the Holocaust? Should it be a museum of famous firsts and positive images meant to inspire and uplift people within the politics of respectability? Given our position and location, despite these many questions, our vision was clear. The museum would utilize the best of scholarship in the museum medium to tell a comprehensive story of the African American experience in America, providing people who care about or who are interested in African American culture the possibility of exploring and revelling in this unique history.
But it had to do more than that. For many of us, the museum represented an opportunity to meet the challenge of telling a more complete, more truthful America story. James Baldwin had eloquently captured it in 1963, in a essay penned the same year as the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom and the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham: 'American History is longer, larger, more various, more beautiful and more terrible than anything anyone has ever said about it.'
2 It was this sentiment that was to serve as a compass point for many of us in constructing the narratives that would comprise the museum. For us, the museum would need to demonstrate to the most diverse of audiences that one could best comprehend the complexity of American history when one starts with the black experience.
We had to hold up a mirror to America demonstrating the centrality and impact that the African American story had upon America's history and culture. And so, our effort as a national museum would be to tell the American story through the distinct lens of African American history and culture. We would help visitors understand that American values such as resilience, spirituality, and optimism could be uniquely and powerfully understood through this lens. We would provide a new narrative that could explore the changing definitions of American citizenship, liberty, and equality in juxtaposition to America's original sin of slavery and its enduring afterlives. We also felt that reframing this national narrative, as crucial as it was, had to be done without sacrificing the international connections, global considerations, and diasporic histories that had shaped both African American and American lives and history for centuries. By doing so, we would broadcast that the NMAAHC would tell America's story and the museum would be a place for all Americans and visitors from around the world to find context, connections and resonance to their own lives.
But what does it mean to create a national narrative from the experience of people whose equal rights within the nation have so often been deferred, whose experiences and realities have been denied and whose cultural expressions have been both ridiculed and appropriated, who have suffered centuries of oppression and violence, and yet whose voices, struggles and actions have shaped the foundations and brought into stark relief the realities of American concepts of freedom, liberty, and equality? How does one make this complex narrative tangible through the design of a building, the collection built, and the stories imparted in the display and interplay of objects? How does one tell the 'unvarnished truth' that we were charged with telling by John Hope Franklin, the founding chair of our Scholarly Advisory Committee? As historians, we know that these difficult challenges are surmountable in our publications and even in our classrooms, but in museums and other public sites of history and memory, where most people consume, grapple with and contribute shared understandings of the past, this work is notably more daunting. Answering Baldwin's challenge necessitated a level of truth-telling about issues of race, slavery, and oppression that has rarely, if ever, been found in our national institutions -despite those issues being central to the foundation and mainsprings of our nation's economic, social, and political life for centuries. So our practice of museum building on all levels -from building and exhibition design, to conceptualization, research, writing and programming, to community engagement, media and government relations and fundraising -had to be infused with and informed by a balance of the best scholarship, collaboration, candour, nuance, and intimacy. The staff engaged on all of these levels through a multiyear series of visitor surveys and community engagement models, focus groups, scholarly meetings and intense interdisciplinary discussions inside and outside of the academy.
Throughout these discussions, our emphasis remained on the need to convey a shared history, one not confined to race or region and not relegated to the safe prism of the past but one that is as much about today and tomorrow as it is about yesterday. We began to better understand what people knew and didn't know about African American and American history. We discovered, for instance that the number one issue that the public wanted us to engage with and understand was slavery. Perhaps not surprisingly, the number one topic that they did not want the museum to talk about was also slavery. We discussed the delicate work of finding a balance between giving the public what it wants and giving them what they need. We deliberated on the need of institutions to demonstrate that any commitment to racial equality had to be tied to a constant commitment to depicting, collecting, and promoting anti-racist struggle. We advanced an argument on the collaborative, catalyzing and recognition building role that a national institution like the Smithsonian should have in small and large institutionshistorically black and historically white institutions -that need either assistance and/or prodding in their approaches to saving, sharing, and filling the silences of the past.
FROM SLAVE SHIPS TO THE MOTHERSHIP -FILLING
THE SILENCES IN THE PAST Ultimately, it would be the work of the museum to help fill in the silences alluded to by Baldwin. Some of these silences began to be filled by the positioning of the museum literally and metaphorically on the National Mall, the conceptualization and writing of exhibitions, the dialogue with visitors and the ongoing engagement with scholars, our media and technology, our films and publications. Perhaps the museum's most important work in filling these silences, however, has been in another area, one where we began with our greatest lack -that of constructing a national collection.
The National Museum of African American History and Culture was chartered without any collection or archive. Because African American culture and existence had so long been denied or devalued, soon after 2005 we created a mandate to build a foundational collection that could provide evidence of and powerfully demonstrate complex interpretive themes of violence and persecution, as well as the humanity, creativity, resistance, and resilience demonstrated in the face of oppression. With it, we've embraced an expansive new vision of collecting; one that has forced us to rethink basic questions of museum work -provenance, curation, cataloguing, and preservation -and how the above themes are marked by and carried within material culture.
We began a decade-long national and international journey of storybased collecting coupled with educational programming that has resulted in an ongoing dialogue with the American public. We created a programme entitled 'Saving African American Treasures' that travelled the nation, stopping in communities and asking people from all walks of life to bring out their treasures to share. A team of local and national curators, conservators, and archivists would help people with historical and practical knowledge about caring for their objects while we learned about the history held in people's communities. The Treasures program was first and foremost about creating dialogue with communities and fostering connections with and support for local institutions. Most objects stayed within communities either with the families themselves or with a local museum, historical society or other repository. While some objects did get donated to us, the tenor of the program was an educational one, a conversation that revalued and reframed the importance of African American history in our homes and our towns and cities as well as in our national institutions.
While the Treasures program offered one vision and mechanism for collections, we made an educated assumption -in part driven by the limitations of budget and the need to minimize loans -that the entire twentieth century, most of the nineteenth, and even some of the eighteenth century, was still in the attics, trunks, and basements of people around the nation. Led by Director Bunch and Associate Director Rex Ellis, our small curatorial team was empowered to travel throughout all corners of the country and various parts of the globe -fostering relationships with individuals, families and communities to collect the materials -iconic and humble -that would bring our narrative to life.
We have found that diverse communities have come forward and connected in unexpected ways because of the power of objects and the stories attached to them. We are amazed at what people have been willing to share. They have permitted us to create a space that honours ancestors, and shines a light on people known and unknown. In allowing us to hold their culture in our hands and to make a national home worthy of their stories, people who have donated objects and collections have enabled us to tell a more personal, more complex, more nuanced story than we had imagined at first. This widespread effort, perhaps the first by any Smithsonian museum, has been transformational for staff and public alike, because of the kindness and generosity of people in entrusting us with their treasures and their histories.
It is a massive demonstration of public trust that has been palpably experienced by nearly two million people who have visited the museum in the seven months since we opened our doors.
These artifacts from the humble to the iconic provide the past with immediacy. Think of Nat Turner's bible that came to our collection as a donation from the descendants of a slave-owning family who were caught up in the Rebellion as it swept Southampton, Virginia in 1831. Many people know about Turner. They may think of him alternatively as a freedom fighter, visionary, murderer, or perhaps even terrorist. But when these stories are paired with the Bible he held and which gave him comfort and radical inspiration, we begin to imagine him holding and poring over it. We now see Turner as a thinker, a reader, a prayerful man. He becomes deeply, tangibly human.
Objects in our collection bring to a human scale the inhumanity of slavery and racial violence as well as the resilience of people who kept themselves whole in the face of unspeakable violence. They may be as seemingly simple as charred pennies collected by five-year-old George Monroe following a riot in Tulsa that burned his neighbourhood and world to the ground; or shards of glass collected by freedom rider Joan Trumpauer from outside the 16 th Street Baptist church in Birmingham, Alabama, after a bomb destroyed the lives of four girls; or the remnants of a submerged slave ship carrying 512 Mozambicans who were chained in the hold when it wrecked. Often they are made from such fragile stuff, from shards, wrecks, and fragments and yet these cast-away objects, reclaimed, take on the most important meanings and become the foundational blocks of a collection and an archive that produces a fuller understanding of American and world history as expressed in Baldwin's challenge. To tell a more complete, truthful story of the past . . . in both its terribleness, and its beauty.
Yet they are also celebratory. From the deep, vibrant orange of the brocaded ensemble that Marian Anderson wore for her Easter concert at the Lincoln Memorial in 1939 (Fig. 1) , to the delicate white tulle on the trim of a hat fashioned by Vanilla Beane, the talented milliner who made all of Dorothy Height's hats, we see expressions of both beauty and perhaps symbolic armour in service of black women's fights for equal rights worldwide. From the dull lustre of a handmade tin box hand crafted by freedman Joseph Trammell to hold his precious freedom papers in the years before the Civil War (Fig. 2) , to the high polish of Chuck Berry's cherry-red Cadillac that he drove onto the stage of a theatre in St. Louis which he had been not allowed to attend as a child because of his race, to the dizzying chrome of Parliament Funkadelic's Mothership, we see flashes of spirit that open doors in our minds and hearts. They invite conversation, reveal connections and encourage all of us who stand in hopeful deliverance of living as 'One Nation Under a Groove'.
As workers at this newest national museum, we understand that we are all in debt to a culture whose importance has transcended so many borders, so many limits, and so many boundaries. Since it came into being, African American history and culture has embodied the existential and spiritual act of making ways out of no way. We are stewards of that spirit and act. We don't want to create a museum that preaches but to generate public conversation around crucial topics and necessary flashpoints. We want to provide an engine of ideas and a safe space to have conversations which use history and culture in a way that gives people the tools to live their lives today, to address issues of race, inequality, oppression and struggles for full humanity, freedom and justice. That necessarily comes with challenges. There is no doubt that this stance opens us up to criticism. But if we don't bring the best scholarship to not just look back but look at where we are and where we're heading to, we've missed an opportunity and we haven't lived up to the dreams, courage, and sacrifices of those we profile and honour in the museum.
In 2016, one hundred years after the idea for what would become the National Museum of African American History and Culture was born, what we choose to save, recover, hold up to the light of day and remember is crucial -personally and collectively, unofficially and officially, for the body politic and for the soul. It is the labour we do in building ours and fostering other collections, in filling the silences, in expanding the archive -in concert with one another, sometimes in critique and heated debate, sometimes painful and sometimes joyful, but always in the spirit of life, struggle, freedom and equality -that matters. And then infused with that spirit, our institutions and works become more than shrines full of static artifacts and sheaves of paper in a nation's attic, but instead are places with the potential to be genuine transformative forces for truth-telling, for healing, for reckoning and for transformation. That is the work of African American History. That is the continued work of this museum.
